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A result of serendipity, perhaps, the articles in this issue share a certain affinity.

As the programme ‘Father & Son: Two Visionaries of Cinematic Dreams — A Tribute to Set
Designers Chan Ki-yui & Chan King-sam’ gets underway, the father is found to have worked on two of
the three fims by Asia Pictures newly discovered in Vancouver.

All the three titles were made shortly after the founding of Asia Pictures. Law Kar looks back on
those years and gives a detalled account of the studio and its chief, Chang Kuo-sin. In Long Lane (1956),
one of the three fims mentioned above, the good-for-nothing son was played by King Hu, on whom
Victor Or, a Vancouver-based film critic, sheds light in his piece, ‘A Touch of Hu in Vienna'. Written with
a global perspective, his work offers something much broader than usual.

Speaking of Vancouver, Venus, an old movie house in the city, is the focus of the contribution
by film archivist Dimitrios Otis. Before the theatre was razed, several Chinese-language films were
saved by some kindred spirits and were eventually donated to us. And here in Hong Kong, Yau Ma Tei
Theatre, the only surviving prewar cinema, reinvented itself as a Cantonese opera venue last month.
Wong Ha-pak, an expert in the history of Hong Kong's movie theatres, chronicles its changes dating
back to the 1930s.

Tuming to “100 Must-see Hong Kong Movies', in addition to Po Fung's take on Blood in Snow
(1956), Sam Ho illustrates with Motherhood (1960) the chemistry between Western opera and
Cantonese film. His is somewhat a companion piece to Victor Or's. In Vienna where opera matters
above all, critics observe that between the Viennese and Peking opera, the latter an integral part of King
Hu's cinema, there is, nonetheless, a special affinity. [clkwok@lcsd.gov.hk]
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Cover: Long Lane (1956), one of the three Asia Pictures productions rescued from Vancouver.

153 2k EXERE  DNSREEFRAR « BREZHEEERAR  MAiHELLT © B2 —KERISF H 74
ANBRAR RFEALEEE - BMAEX BYE EDEFBTHRAT %;%$5Eii-_ ARAEE
Pt ~ HREL ~ JEERELL ~ EEMLA ~ SFBEL  BREL - Mr Mirko Mladenovic ~ Mr Dimitrios
Otis ~ Mr Andreas Ungerbdck

Acknowledgements: Asia Television Limited, Austrian Film Museum, Cathay-Keris Films Pte Ltd, Chinese Taipei Film
Archive, Media Asia Distribution Limited, Shaw Movie City Hong Kong Ltd, Vancouver Public Library, Yau Ma Tei Theatre,
Mr Sam Ho, Mr Law Kar, Mr Mirko Mladenovic, Mr Victor Or, Mr Dimitrios Otis, Mr Shu Kei, Mr Andreas Ungerbéck, Mr
Wong Ha-pak, Mr Lawrence Wong Ka-hee, Mr Yu Mo-wan, Ms Yuen Tsz-ying

BEZRARRAE (B BER - "FHRES - BEHEE XGRMARER  BREXRLFEEER, -
BAATAENELEER ., - (EEEE. - "RERS, - "HHRS, FHEFER (BE ))&é#—l“é‘

WmE -

More available in the e-Newsletter. For details of HKFA programmes please refer to ProFolio and our website.




g8 | Programme 1

'—EBBEE *K/f'ﬁ/_—- —BJ5
That's How Great Masters Come to Be: B3 Shu Ko

Inspirations from a Casual Remark of Mr Chan King-sam
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siao Yeh, renowned Taiwanese
Hnovelist and the screenwriter of
a number of films, including Edward
Yang’s The Terrorizers (1986), has
published anew-book; entitled Some
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(4th & 5th right) Chan King-sam and wife with (1st to 3rd right & 2nd left) Joyce Cheung, LCSD Senior Media
Coordinator (Film & Library); Richie Lam, HKFA Head; Cecilia Wong and Winnie Fu, HKFA Programmers; (1st, 3rd &

BE8E) R - PEERMEE - &

4th left) Eric Tsang, Honkaz Fung and Shu Kei of the Cantonese Cinema Study Association
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Things | ©Only Come to Understand
After All'These Years (2012), which
looks back on the various phases
in his life, Many of thel chapters are
both genuine and touching. Printed
on the back cover of the book!is
the following statement; “Many are
the instances’in‘our life ‘that can
be prefaced by “At first” and “And
then”. We only come to understand
their significance gradually as we go
through life.” The same sentiment
seems equally applicable, | thought,
to my experience of searching
and viewing Cantonese (and other
vintage) films in recent years.

Space only allows me to discuss
one example here. | and my colleagues
of Cantonese Cinema Study Association
cannot help being amazed whenever
we see the same names appear again
and again in the credits in most of
these classic films, and are filled with
admiration of the consistently high
quality of the work of these people.
How did they come to be what they
were? Perhaps, with the high demand
for productions at the high point of
Cantonese films, it was only natural that
an artist could claim credits of many
films, but almost without exception,
these trailblazers learned the skills of
their trade on their own (at most they
apprenticed at the job) and cut their
teeth while they were young (mostly
between 15 and 20). These are not
easy feats. Take Chan Ki-yui and his
son Chan King-sam as examples. The
former aspired to be an actor, but ended
up working as a set designer, picking



up the trade as he went along. The
first film-in-which he bore the title of 'set
designer was The llegitimate Son (1937)
directed by Wong Toi.” Although he was
already 29 at that time, in the following
40-something years, he managed to
involve himself-in the making of more
than 400 films. Chan King-sam followed
in his father’s footsteps when he was 16
years old (1949) before he even finished
high schooal. In the following year, he was
already credited as Art Director in Hung
Suk-wan’'s Wild Flowers are Sweeter.
While this might have something to do
with the father who sought to ‘introduce’
the son into the trade in some way,
Chan King-sam would later in his life
boast of over 500 fims in his repertoire
(including some in which he was
either non-credited or appeared under
pseudonyms), far surpassing his father’s
opus, at least in quantity, if not quality.

In organising the programme of
the Chans, we had the great fortune
to speak to another great designer
and illustration artist, Mr Tung Pui-sun
(famed for his works for Hong Kong Film
Company in the 1960s). We learned
fromm Mr Tung that he entered his trade at
19, for the most part drawing illustrations
for serialised martial arts novels in
newspapers. By his retirement, he had
produced some 300,000 illustrations.
The mind-boggling numbers, the skills
that touch us to the depth of our being,
and the passion to give and contribute
oneself totally to films and the ceaseless
search and exploration... How do they
come to be?

A moment of revelation came to
me in one of my casual conversations
with Chan King-sam. | asked, ‘When
your father first entered the profession,
what was the salary for a film?' He
answered, ‘100 dollars.” | then asked,

‘How many were you?’ He said, ‘We
were eight. 'was the second child. My
brother before me died; Then the war
came, and two more died.’

Immediately, a scene that could
well come from a Cantonese family
melodrama, .or-wenyi pian, emerged in
my mind. In the depth of the night, tired,
Cheung Wood-yau-(or Ng Cho-fan)
returns to his crammed apartment. Pak
Yin, his wife, having not quite recovered
from child birth, comes up to him with
the baby in her arms. Her eyes, full of
expectation, fall on the shameful and
dejected face of the husband, and her
hopes are dashed. Their two carefree
daughters run up to them, yanking
at the father's rumpled jacket, calling
‘Daddy, daddy, we are hungry.” The
son who is doing his homework at the
desk is still young, but he understands
what is going on in the family from the
silent exchange between the parents.
Even though his stomach is growling,
he suppresses the pang of hunger and
tries to pull away his sisters from his
father. ‘Wait,” the father stops them, and
hands the oil-stained paper bag in his
hand to them, ‘Here are a few buns. Go
eat!’ Smiles come to the face of the two
little girls, who happily take the paper
bag from the father. The son looks at
the father in the eyes and seems to
see through him. ‘Daddy..." he chokes.
The father reaches over to muss up
his hair, and says with a forced smile,
‘Now, be a good boy. Take good care
of your sisters.” Seeing all this, the wife
forces back the aggrieved feelings
she feels inside, saying, ‘Why don'’t
you wash your face and rest up?’ ‘No,’
the husband replies, ‘I still have some
copying work to do.’

Yes, the scene is comy, but with a
little bit of imagination, one can, without
straying too far from reality, put Chan

Ki-yui, the real-life father who gets
knocked around by the harsh-reality of
supporting his family in it. - Regardless
of how slapdash: it might be, it would ‘at
least take anywhere from a major part of
a month: to more. than a month to finish
a film. With only:$100 for his effort, how
could he sustain his livelihood, to say
nothing of 'the. fact that film was by no
means a steady profession? In order to
make ends meet, he would have to pick
up a number of films all at once, and
spend-his time.running back and-forth
between studios from morning till night.
To ensure that more jobs would be
forthcoming, he would have to give all
he could. In time, he cultivated a steady
and serious work ethic. (Chan King-sam
recalls his father standing by his side to
supervise as he practised sketching. At
the smallest mistake, his father would
snatch the paper away and dump it
into the waste-paper basket.) He would
also develop a flexible work pace (time
is money in the shortage of resources),
a fast and determined precision (no
mistake is allowed) and an extraordinary
wealth of knowledge and experience.
And because such work calls for
constant collaboration, a wonderful trust
and wordless understanding would take
shape in him with other colleagues,
especially the cinematographer and the
director.

And such is the way that the great
masters (especially the modest and

un-self-conscious kind) come to be.
(Translated by Tam King-fai) M

Shu Kei is President of the Cantonese Cinema
Study Association and Dean of the School of Film
and Television at the Hong Kong Academy for
Performing Arts.

‘Father & Son: Two Visionaries of Cinematic
Dreams — A Tribute to Set Designers Chan Ki-
yui & Chan King-sam’ (10/8-18/11/2012) is
guest-curated by Cantonese Cinema Study
Association. The ongoing exhibition, ‘A Touch
of Magic: Veteran Set Designers Chan Ki-yui &
Chan King-sam’ runs until 4 November.
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N Iransit from \venus

Dimitrios Otis K5 E BRI HT

ancouver Canada, like many
Vcities in North America during
the great rivalry of Golden Harvest
and Shaw Brothers, was a link in
the international theatre chains
operated by the two studios. Located
in close proximity to each other
in Vancouver’s historic Chinatown
district, the Golden Harvest and
Shaw Brothers theatres were
successful venues for many years,
and both buildings remain intact
today. But there was a much more
modest venture in presenting Chinese
films that occurred during this same
era, one which represented not the
international ambition of Shaw and
Chow personages, but the humble
effort of a local Chinese businessman
who wanted to share his culture.

On 1 September 1921, a group
of Chinese merchants acquired the
use of the recently renovated Imperial
Theatre on Main Street and turned
it into an opera house for troupes
from China. The Imperial had been
built for the Canadian Theatre and
Amusement Company in 1912 and
alternated vaudeville acts and movies
with legendary performers such as
Jack Benny and the Marx Brothers
performing there. An opera company
from Tangshan called Lok Man Lin
took residency at the Imperial until
1927 when the curtain went down on
entertainment. The opera house had
been purchased by a religious order
and re-christened a ‘temple’ first as the
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‘Pyramid’ then the
‘Emanuel’ as suited
its new purpose as a
Pentecostal Church.

Unfortunately,
God wasn't a smash
at the venue and by
1932 it fell into the city
of Vancouver's hands
as a result of tax
arrears. The Imperial
then narrowly avoided
demolition only to be
resurrected rather
ignobly as Walsh's
Auto Parts and
Wrecking. Dismantling old cars on stage
occurred daily for an unprecedented
27-year run. When it ended in 1967
the theatre was left a greasy relic.
But amazingly the old Imperial was
reinvented once more. A man named
Henry Chow bought the building with
plans to show Chinese films and a full
renovation was done. There was an
explosion of Chinese cinemas in the
city at the time that coincided with Hong
Kong's Golden Age of Cinema in the
1960s. Within a few blocks there were
several major movie houses.

The city’s oldest theatre the
Pantages became the Sun Sing,
Golden Harvest set up shop down the
block, and the Shaw Brothers had a
theatre across the street. An epic battle
worthy of Chinese legend was now
taking place. Barry Godfrey, the late
Chow's son-in-law, recalls that Chow

1930 FHEMEREETHAT]
(HBRR 1943 £F)
Turned into Walsh’s Auto Parts and Wrecking
in the 1930s (photo taken in 1943).

did show the Chinese
movies, but it only
lasted for a couple of
years due to all of the
competition. So Chow
changed plans and the
Night & Day theatre was
born in 1970, given
over to adults-only
16mm films. Cinemas
dedicated to skin flicks
were still spreading
across North America
and this was the first
one in Vancouver. In a
curious mirroring of the
building’'s vaudeville and movie roots,
the Night & Day also featured exotic
dancers performing on stage between
reel changes.

By the time the theatre was
renamed Venus in 1978, it had become
a grimy washed-out pink stucco
structure that few dared to enter,
especially since tales of drug use, low-
track prostitution and public sex inside
the theatre had become well known. By
the mid-1990s management installed
video equipment, though Godfrey
notes that as late as 2000, when he
sold the business, he was still showing
films occasionally. The last owners
of the theatre were a married couple
from Mainland China with no particular
interest in adult movies. On a tour
through the building with new owner
Dong Xu we found ourselves in the
original projection room where two Eiki
520 Premier projectors lay abandoned
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Through the ages: Imperial Theatre in 1919

on a table. Their dark lenses aimed
toward the screen below where a fuzzy
video image of bluish skin and sex was
beaming out from a large antiquated
video projector. But where were all the
original motion pictures?

It turms out that an overzealous fire
marshal mistakenly believed that the
films were made out of combustible
nitrate stock and forced the owner to
dispose of them. Dong piled the reels
on the floor of his dark and dirty garage
a few blocks away. Most of them
were pornographic but a few were
marked ‘Chinese movies’. Sensing that
these could be of cultural value to the
Chinese people we asked if he would
consider selling them. That's when
Dong began demanding thousands
of dollars. Offering some money we
explained that our restoration efforts
were strictly non-profit. The word ‘non-
profit’ seemed to infuriate him and
he was ready to throw us out when
his wife stormed in. She scolded him
demanding that her husband get rid
of those ‘dirty movies’. Word had
got around that sex films were being
stored in the family home much to her
embarrassment. Dong tried to calm her
down and told her that we were there
to take the films to the garbage dump,
and that's when she started shoving
reels of films into our hands.

With the cinematic gems in hand
we embarked on the years-long task
of archiving and researching. In the
meantime the Venus was sold to a
development company that was buying

up properties in the area. With a current
housing crisis in the city local politicians
were allowing a widespread generalised
urban strategy of gentrification to
take place. So as the bulldozers and
wrecking balls went to work we went
down to watch the theatre’s final
moments. There in the rubble we saw
the smashed projection equipment
and remnants of a lost era, including
an oil portrait of Mr Chow. But in the
salvaged collection of films we found
three lost treasures, named Tradition,
The Heroine, both of which in theatre
in Taiwan in 1954 and Hong Kong the
following year, and Long Lane (1956)
that the aspiring Chinese film promoter
had shown.

In order to restore and repatriate
these movies we delivered them
to the Hong Kong Film Archive
where they are currently undergoing
restorations. But there is little
doubt that more films remain to be
discovered in Vancouver.

The Sun Sing was recently
demolished, its soaring proscenium
arch and ornate decorative work
on the walls toppled to the ground.
Soon 120 units of social housing and
commercial space will go up on the
site. Nobody seems to know where
the films went having been long since
removed. The Golden Harvest fared
much better having been purchased
and restored by Disney film producers.
Now known as the District 319 it is a
6,000 square foot stylish state-of-the-
art private event and multimedia facility.

The Shaw Brothers theatre also saw
a more modest renovation and now
serves as a live music venue featuring
punk rock and heavy metal acts. The
theatre was curiously renamed ‘The
Rickshaw' when the new leaseholders
misunderstood what the name ‘Shaw’
on the building meant.

These theatres are widely believed
to be holding on to large caches of
Chinese movies. And rumour has it that
these movies are being sold secretly
to private collectors in violation of lease
agreements that require the fims to be
stored on site. One hundred years after
the first films were shown in Vancouver
the nature of theatrical exhibitions is
changing. Celluloid has now been
replaced by video projection much as
it was over two decades ago at the
Venus. Even DVDs and Blu-rays are
being replaced by streaming servers.
Though some of these celluloid
treasures remain to be found, what
will happen with the new digital source
movies? In a hundred years will we
even have the compatible technology
to view the films stored on these hard
drives, or will they be locked forever in
tiny plastic boxes? For now only one
thing is certain, these three lost films
that lay hidden for 40 years now reside
in the many chambers of the Hong
Kong Fim Archive tower, B

Dimitrios Otis is a Canadian film archivist.

A big ‘thank you' to Mr Mirko Mladenovic and
Mr Dimitrios Otis for donating to us copies of the
Asia Pictures treasures and the generous support
they have offered us.
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ollowing the launching of Asia Press
I:in 1952 and Asia News Agency in
1953, Chang Kuo-sin (1916-2006)
entered the world of filmmaking by
establishing Asia Pictures in 1953,
thereby becoming a prominent right-
wing figure during the early years of
the Cold War with stakes in the three
media of publishing, news and film.
The books and films that came out
of these three organisations were
circulated in Hong Kong, Taiwan and
the Chinese communities in Southeast
Asia, while the news catered to the
Chinese newspapers all over the
world. The political mission was to
‘counteract the overseas cultural
power of the Communists,” and the
supporter behind Asia Pictures was an
American foundation. This article will
not evaluate Asia Pictures’ political and
artistic contributions. Rather, it will offer
general comments on the constraints
under which it had to work, and the
quandary in which it found itself as a
member of right-wing cinema amid the
Cold War of the 1950s.

The Mandarin film industry of
Hong Kong was divided into two major
camps in the 1980s: the left and the
right. The left had had a longer history in
Hong Kong. Inspired and encouraged
by the development of New China, the
left-wing film circles cohered internally
where companies shared resources and
worked with dependable film circuits.
The right came to shape gradually after
1952. In 195883, a group of filmmakers
who were opposed to the Mainland
regime came to Hong Kong where they
formed the Hong Kong and Kowloon
Filmmakers Free General Association
Limited. In the same year, they made
their first tour to Taiwan to celebrate
Chiang Kai-shek's birthday and entertain
the troops. In 1957, the name of the
organisation was changed to Hong
Kong & Kowloon Cinema & Theatrical
Enterprise Free General Association
Limited (hereafter Free Association) with
a membership of over 1,000. As the
Mainland would only consider importing
films from left-wing companies and
Taiwan posed a strict ban on films with
participation of left-wing artists, Hong
Kong film workers were forced to toe the
line and pick sides.

Chang Kuo-sin, the man in charge
of Asia Pictures, was an excellent and
well-known journalist during the war



against Japan. He had worked for the
United Press, and had close contact
with and a profound understanding of
both the Nationalists and Communists.
He was imprisoned after Nanjing was
liberated in 1949. Upon release, he
came to Hong Kong, his staunch
anti-Communist stance already
unshakeable. With his knowledge
and ability, he received support of the
American foundation for the operation
of the three organisations mentioned
above. Chang is also known for his
unusual style among members of the
right, but more about that later.
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Putting new talents under the tutelage of veterans. In
Long Lane, Grace Chang played the filial daughter of
WangYin.

Chang brought to his work the
passion and ideal of an intellectual.
His goals were to report on the internal
picture of Communist China, strengthen
the political resolve of Chinese
intellectuals exiled to Hong Kong, enrich
the substance of free creative activities
and promote cultural exchange between
Hong Kong, Taiwan and other places.’
Film historian Huang Jen believes that
Chang enjoyed complete freedom in his
operation. In fim, he devoted himself to
establishing a system that took seriously
the quality of screenplay, eschewed the
use of high-paying stars, thus spreading
evenly the production budget to other
departments and participants of the
filmmaking process, paying directors
handsomely while insisting they focus on
a single film and refrain from signing up
other projects in any six-month period,
and requiring storyboards of them to
keep track of the film’s content and
pace.”

| had the opportunity to look at the
Asia Pictures productions that the Hong
Kong Film Archive recently acquired
from Canada: Tradition (Taiwan:1954,
HK:19558), The Heroine (Taiwan:1954,

HK:1955), and Long Lane (1956). |
have also seen The Story of a Fur Coat
(1956), Halfway Down (1957), Life with
Grandma (1957) at other times. On the
basis of these films, it would appear
that the quality of the studio’s works is
uniformly solid. One does not find major
stars in them but only experienced
actors guiding new talents, a clear
indication of the high emphasis on
teamwork. Asia Pictures also engaged
the service of director Tang Huang and
screenwriter Evan Yang, both new to
the profession, entrusting them even
with the production of the first two films
of the company. Chang’s innovative
working style that set to overturn
established practices was thus evident.

These films also demonstrate the
constraints that Asia Pictures had to
work under. lts contemporary films as
well as Tradition and Long Lane, set in
the Republican years, are creditable
enough in terms of cinematography,
set design and costumes, but period
pieces such as The Heroine that
demanded a higher degree of technical
sophistication appear sketchy. The
fighting and dancing scenes in The
Heroine were unimpressive, while
the outdoor scenes of Halfway Down
were actually shot in the sets built by
the studio, making them less than
realistic. But these are the common
weaknesses of Chinese films in those
days, and one should not be too critical
of Asia Pictures given its small scale
of operation. Furthermore, because it
made less than two films a year, it could
hardly support a basic crew of actors.
The potentials of new talents such as
Chung Ching, Grace Chang and Peter
Chen Ho were not fully realised. As a
producer, Chang Kuo-sin was no doubt
competent, idealistic and passionate,
but he lacked the business eye. Even
he learned, however. In 1957, he made
Three Sisters, a film that features sexy
maidens with songs and dance. It
became Asia Pictures’ highest grosser.

For his anti-Communist stance,
Chang had his intellectual airs, and
refused to bow and scrape to the
Taiwan authorities. He is the only right-
wing filmmaker who did not join the Free
Association when it was first established,
nor did he travel to Taiwan to entertain the
troops and celebrate Chiang Kai-shek’s
birthday. Reportedly, all this cost him
troubles when Tradition, Asia Pictures’

DR ER - 88 B XTHEHEE
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Productions by Asia Pictures are creditable on various
fronts including screenwriting, directing, acting,
cinematography and art design. Tradition, starring
Wang Hao (back), is the founding film.

debut flm, was scheduled for screening
in Taiwan in 1954, and it took some
negotiation before the film was allowed
o be imported. Even then, Chang would
not attend the premiere ceremony. In
March 19585, Taiwan imposed a 20%
National Defence Tax on Hong Kong films
to prevent distributors from spending
huge amount of foreign exchange to
purchase Hong Kong films. This was a
serious blow to Hong Kong right-wing
film circles. When he and other film
companies went to Taiwan to petition for
the removal of the tax, a subsidy system
was then put in place: depending on the
merit of the film, the Taiwan authorities
would allow a certain amount of foreign
exchange to be used on its purchase.
Merit here was to be interpreted as ‘the
degree to which a fim conforms to the
national policies. In other words, the
stronger the anti-Communist sentiment,
the higher the merit, and films without any
merit are allowed to be shown in Taiwan
but no foreign exchange subsidy will be
forthcoming.”®

It is wishful thinking on the Taiwan
Government's part to insist films carry
a strong anti-Communist message for
that would only make it difficult for a
film to pass the censors in Southeast
Asia. A strong anti-Communist stance
did not make commercial sense. Asia
Pictures therefore never followed this
guideline. Formerly, the studio made
only two films that conformed to ‘national
policies’, but only in a subdued way.
The Heroine, one of the first two films
of Asia Pictures, is about the anti-
Manchu women fighter, Yang E, who
made an attempt on Wu Sangui's life,
which can be construed to be a veiled
anti-Communist film. But it did not
meet with success either in Hong Kong
or Taiwan. Halfway Down, the other
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Sparing no expense in making The Heroine, Asia Pictures enlisted the collective efforts of Lu Shihou, Bao Ming and Chan Ki-yui for the set.

pioneering film, captures the suffering
and the loss of directions among exiled
intellectuals in Hong Kong after the
Mainland falls to the Communists. But
only in the lyrics of a song can we see
any longing for the old homeland — ‘May
the jackals be swept away so that we
can rebuild our homestead,” implying
a wish to ‘reclaim the Mainland’. The
film, however, was on the proscribed list
in Taiwan in 1956 (even though it was
shown earlier), the reason being that a
‘turncoat’ was involved in its production
(referring probably to Cheung Ying, an
actor of The Union). Chang Kuo-sin
once again found himself haggling with
the bureaucrats. This film also ran into
difficulties with scheduling in Hong Kong,
and was shown two years after it was
produced. The box-office records were
not good, either. Perhaps because of
this, Asia Pictures later stayed away from
the topic of national policies, and turned
instead to family and social drama such
as Long Lane, Life with Grandma and
Love and Crime (1957), love comedy
such as The Story of a Fur Coat, light-
hearted musical such as Three Sisters
and realist drama with local colour
such as The Shoeshine Boy (1959), to
cater to audiences in Hong Kong and
Southeast Asia rather than please the
Taiwan authorities.

In the pioneering stage of Asia
Pictures, MP & GI and Shaw Brothers
had yet to be established. Many
independent companies existed but
there was no clear leader in the field.
Shaw & Sons and Hsin Hwa were the
two with a sizeable operation. They
had their own distribution network in
Hong Kong and Taiwan, while the other
companies had to manage on their own
and were hamstrung by distribution
agents and movie theatres. Asia
Pictures, with its preference for serious
topics, appealed to the intellectuals.
The fact that it did not have a stellar
cast of actors also adds to its difficulties
in distribution. Tradition began shooting
in September 1953, and was submitted
to the first Southeast Asia Fim Festival
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in May 1954, when it also came to the
theatres in Taiwan. In July, the film was
screened in Singapore and Malaysia,
but it was as late as April 1955 when
it was shown in Hong Kong. Shooting
of The Heroine was completed in April
1954, Subsequent revisions continued
until August. The original plan was to
show the film in Hong Kong at the end
of August, but because of scheduling
delay, it was first shown in Taiwan in
October and Singapore and Malaysia
in November. Hong Kong audience
had to wait until February 1955 to see
it on the screen. These two pioneering
films had to be scheduled half a year to
a full year after they were made, while
Life with Grandma had to wait two full
years after its completion before it was
shown.

Despite its early formation that
predated many film companies and its
support from the US, Asia Pictures ran
into difficulties in distribution because
of its scant output. Taiwan was short
of foreign exchange in those days, and
was not able to give any substantive
support to right-wing filmmakers.
Yet, it posed upon them limitations at
every turn and demanded loyalty from
them. In Hong Kong and Southeast
Asia, right-wing film workers faced an
additional challenge from their left-wing
counterparts. The left had the upper
hand in both profit and influences during
the 1950s. It was not until the 1960s
with the improvement of the Taiwan
economy, the relaxation of foreign
exchange control, and the expansion of
capacity of the Hong Kong and Taiwan
market that the table was turned.

A man with extensive knowledge of
international politics, who had suffered
personally for his interactions with the
Nationalists and Communists, Chang
Kuo-sin was a cultural figure with
passion and a sense of righteousness.
As such, he was ill-suited to the
complicated film world. American
support alone would not be able to see
him through. After making nine fims,
Asia Pictures gradually faded out from

the scene in 1958, and Chang began
to focus on his work in communication
and publication. In 1971, he tumned to
higher education and took up teaching
in the US in the mid-1980s until he
retired in 1990. As Yung Sai-shing
points out, from Halfway Down which
depicts the fate of exiled intellectuals in
Hong Kong (where they were subject to
discrimination and material temptations)
and compares life in the Mainland as
the ‘living hell’, to Three Sisters which
captures the willingness of the middle
class to take root in Hong Kong as their
‘heaven’, Asia Pictures had constructed
and promoted a message in the Cold
War era of the 1950s, which can
be boiled down to the affirmation of
American lifestyle and the embrace of
capitalism.® This, | think, can be said
to be the projection and foretelling of
Chang Kuo-sin's own experiences.
Chang went through the vicissitudes of
the life in exile in Hong Kong but later
decided to settle down here. He threw
himself body and soul in the ideological
battle only to retreat to lead a normal
life. In the end, he arrived at the US,
where he lived out the remaining years
of his life. (Translated by Tam King-fai) Il
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Wong Ha-pak is a media veteran, editor,
freelance writer, as well as researcher for the
Hong Kong Film Archive’'s Yau Ma Tei Theatre
project. His authored works (in Chinese) include
Remembrances of the Theatre (2007), A Flip
Through Magazines: A Chronology, 1980s-90s
(2010), etc.

Please refer to HKFA e-Newsletter for English
translation of this article.

2009 FEFRIGERERIEIRSRAXESM > 2012 F 7 AMA
Funds approved for conversion into a Cantonese opera performing venue in
2009, and greeted audiences again in its new glory in July 2012.
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6 July: Ha Chun-chau and wife
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BtEE Yuen Tsz-ying

very Friday morning, familiar faces
Epop up one after another at the
Hong Kong Film Archive. Some of
them are from the neighbourhood,
others have travelled farther, all the way
from places like Sheung Shui, Yuen
Long, Sai Kung — come rain or shine,
they make their way here to catch
the Morning Matinee. After the movie,
film-loving friends hang out for lunch;
members of the audience, who may
have just met, discuss the plot and
chat about the listings for next month’s
Morning Matinee. Is there a film they
have to rush to get tickets for? It’s
no wonder that in March, the Archive
adjusted its ticket prices, but left the
Morning Matinee tickets unchanged
at $20 and $10, to thank the long-
term supporters — especially the elderly
morning audience — of the programme.
With this special deal, the Archive
hopes to entice more people to watch
the thoughtfully chosen films.

Morning Matinee began two years
ago on 4 June 2010, with the showing
of The Magic Cup, Part One (1961).
Fung Bo-bo even flew in from Kuala
Lumpur that day, to meet with the very
lively audience. Back then, Morning
Matinee was held on the first and third
Fridays of every month, but because of
the enthusiastic support, from January
2011, it was extended to 11am every
Friday. At first, most of the films chosen

13 July: Ding Yue with wife and grandson




for the programme were comedies,
followed by some themed series, such
as a Patricia Lam Fung showcase,
Chinese New Year specials, a Ting Ying
showcase, wuxia (martial chivalry) films
from the Hong Kong Film Company, etc.

In July last year, | served as guest
programmer at the Archive, and used
‘Four Characters: A Tribute to Lee Hong-
kum, Helena Law Lan, Lui Ming, Wang
Lai’ as the theme to mark the highest
respect to the four supporting actors and
highlight their years of contributions to
the industry. Lee Hong-kum, Helena Law
Lan and Lui Ming came to the Archive
to watch the fims with the audience and
shared some of the good old memories
of their experiences on set, much to
the adoring audience’s delight. In reality,
there are many, many more seasoned
supporting actors worth the tribute and
praise. In order to continue this thematic
series, my term as guest programmer
was extended in September 2011,
which is when | moved this series to the
Morning Matinee. As of today, we have
paid tribute to 21 actors: Mak Kay, Tam
Sin-hung, Yam Bing-yee, Lin Jing, Ha
Chun-chau, Ding Yue, Yu Ming, Leung
So-kam, etc, and paid tribute to the
memory of the following: Keung Chung-
ping, May Fung Lam, Lee Pang-fei,
Lai Man, Lee Yuet-ching, Hong Wei, Li
Ciyi, Wong Cho-shan, Lok Kung, Yang
Zhiging, Shi Lei, Cheng Kwun-min, as

‘.id.'
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20 July: (From right) Yu Ming, writer—director Chiang
Kam-ming and wife

well as Sima Wah-lung who passed
away in July.

The most memorable are the
several veterans who especially made
their way to the Archive early in the
moming to be guest speakers: Tam Sin-
hung not only discussed acting in great
lengths, but even sang some Cantonese
opera; in response to the ‘Opera Sisters’
programme, she returned as a surprise
guest with Yam Bing-yee to chat with
the audience about everything under
the sun; the current Head Principal of
Po Leung Kok Choi Kai Yau Schoal, Dr
Lau Siu-ling, took time out of her busy
schedule to appreciate her mother Lai
Man’s character, and to talk about her
mother’s work within the industry, as well
as life at home, too; the ever-witty Ha
Chun-chau encouraged the audience
to find happiness within their lives; Ding
Yue taught the audience how to nurture
their voices and use their diaphragms
when speaking. Not only did their
presence bring colour and life to the
programme, but also warmth and joy
to the audience. A big thanks and the
greatest appreciation for their devoted
enthusiasm and passionate participation.

Coming up soon are two series
about the bad guy and oddball
comedians. Stay tuned and don't miss
out! (Translated by Diane To) l

Yuen Tsz-ying is a film researcher and guest
curator of the HKFA.
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3 August: Singer—actress Leung So-kam

8H3H:

13
)22

S sslE R
Talks @ Starbucks

EBt A8 TEE%ﬁﬁiﬁ
NMIZER DS B ERE BER/ L

ZiRE o TH5E - RIEHE ~ #1253
);‘éﬁ%ga?‘ FStEs ) EEXE L
R RN B BV ZISTEREDE 6
REFE - BEIIMEEEREZE &
ﬁ%%m\ o

8828 ' ke ~ BHE N BE
RAERE TREEER—ENEB
BREY ) BB LRBESBRE
BEARBASIHBRERZE C BAS
KITHE  BIRTR AEXE: A
AT HFBES o

The Hong Kong Film Critics Society
hosted two talks at Sai Yee Street
Starbucks in July and August. At the
5 July session titled ‘Lady on Stage:
From Cantonese Opera Actress to
Female Star’, Bryan Chang, Keeto
Lam and Neco Lo looked at the
myriad faces of female stars over the
years, from opera singers to movie
actresses both East and West.

At the 2 August session titled
‘Phantoms of the Hong Kong
Cinema’, Li Cheuk-to, Thomas Shin,
Kenny Ng and Fung Mo examined
the creativity, boldness and strong
local flavour of ghost film, a hugely
popular genre before Mainland—
Hong Kong co-productions became
the order of the day.
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Operatic Proportions:
Puccini and Mascagni in Cantonese Films
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2 Daniel Goldmark, Tunes for 'Toons: Music
and the Hollywood Cartoon, Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2005, p108.
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Sworn Sisters: As the intermezzo from Cavalleria
Rusticana starts, the worker (played by famed
director Lee Sun-fung) comes up to his love
interest (Siu Yin Fei), a pregnant maid jilted by a
womaniser, trying to comfort her.

ne unsung benefit of watching old

Hong Kong films is the prospect to
savour the possibilities of classical music
and to appreciate the capacity of works
by the likes of Tchaikovsky, Beethoven and
Puccini to evoke dramatic responses.

That's because most Hong Kong films
of the 1950s and 60s do not have original
scores. Canned symphonic music was
widely used instead, particularly in the wenyi
pian. This is especially true of Cantonese
films, which, except for the opera films,
were usually made with budgets that
prohibited paying for original compositions.

Granted, much employ of the music
is necessarily prosaic, if not downright
preposterous, because of the limited
resources and often slapdash conditions
of productions. Yet,
occasional instances
of inspired use reveal
how proficient Hong
Kong filmmakers
of the 1950s and
60s were with their
craft, which in turn
should help viewers
today appreciate
the greatness of that
period.

Music scholar
Yu Siu-wah once said
ina 2011 workshop at
Lingnan University that
for many Hong Kong persons of the 1950s
and 60s, their first exposure to classical
music came from watching Cantonese films.
Indeed. A parallel can be drawn with the
West. In an episode of the great American
television series Seinfeld entitled The Opera’,
someone comments that for the show's
title character, a baby boomer who grew up
presumably in the 1950s and 60s, all his
knowledge of high culture, including that of
classical music, came from ‘Bugs Bunny
cartoons’.”

Music historian Daniel Goldmark,
discussing the use of classical music in
popular Hollywood animation, maintains that
‘cartoons have helped make these works
even more durable, providing audiences
with new contexts to attach to the old
The same can be said of
Cantonese cinema.

Ridiculing things of the past is aimost
as old as the past itself. Here in Hong
Kong, we are fond of deriding, albeit often

standards.’®

affectionately, our old movies, largely on
their archaic values and bargain-basement
production qualities. Yet, the inspired use
of canned classical music in fact provides
evidence of flmmakers’ ability to rise to their
challenge, tuming the disadvantage of limited
budget into artistry.

Examples can be found in the citing of
opera music in two films recently featured by
the Hong Kong Film Archive: Motherhood
(1960), one of the ‘100 Must-see Hong
Kong Movies', and Sworn Sisters (1954), a
Union Enterprise production.

Oh Father, Have Pity, Have Pity!

In Motherhood, the brilliant use of opera
music starts from the very beginning. As
credits roll, before the story starts, music of
the aria O Mo Babbino Caro from Giacomo
Puccini's opera Gianni Schicchi is played.
Gianni Schicchi, based on a tale from
Dante’s Inferno, is a comic opera about the
scheming shenanigans in a noble Florentine
family. Such a theme finds parallel with that
of Motherhood, which proffers a stringent
scorching of the depravity and hypocrisy of
the Chinese upper class.

Classical music was used in Cantonese
and Mandarin films largely for its evocative
capacity. Passages of affecting, sorrowful
melodies and slow or moderate pacing
were often cited to evoke the mournful
emotions eagerly promoted by melodramas
and social-realist works. Instances like the
correspondence of Motherhood's subject
matter to that of Gianni Schicchi are rare.

Yet the title of the aria O Mio Babbino
Caro, translated as ‘Oh, My Beloved Father’,
seems to contradict with the film's focus on
maternity, readily professed in its very fitle.
But this is where the briliance lies.

The subject of the film's matermnal fervour
is an anguished young man who is brought
up to admire his late father as an upstanding
member of society. He himself is profoundly
troubled — by self-doubt, physical health
and, possibly, the pressure to measure up
to the father's legacy. Hopelessly distressed,
he carries with him a pill in a pendant, ready
to end his own life when the pain becomes
unbearable. His state of mind thus matches
perfectly the lines of lyrics ‘mi stuggo e mi
tormento! O dio, vorrei morir' (translated, 'l
am anguished and tormented. Oh God, | like
to die!’) in the aria.

The father, it tumns out, was a hypocrite,
whose respected reputation is fabricated by
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the mother, who had launched an aggressive
philanthropic campaign on his behalf, and
other members of the upper class, who
perpetuate the lie by tacitly playing along.
The ardent plea ‘Babbo, pieta, pietal’
(translated as ‘Papa, have pity, have pity!’),
sung twice at the aria’s end, represents a
child’'s heart-wrenching cry for compassion
to the father on one level and, on a deeper
one, patriarchy.

Such a cry also relates to a powerful
irony that informs the film, one which
contributes significantly to the film's greatness
and which also testifies to the increasing
sophistication of Cantonese cinema in the
late 1950s and early 60s.

Motherhood, despite its Chinese
title ‘Heart of a Kind Mother’, features a
mother whose heart is not entirely kind.
She is indeed a devoted parent, wiling to
do anything for her son. But she can also
be self-centred, perfectly wiling to sacrifice
others to preserve her own interests. Early
in the film, she catches her husband (the
hypocritical father) forcing himself on a maid.
To protect her family, she marries the maid
off to the gardener, a well-known scoundrel.
This despite the innocence of the maid,
a loyal servant who had waited on her for
years. History repeats itself years later, when,
in order to safeguard the order of her family,
she gives no second thoughts to sacrificing
another maid, who happens to be the
daughter of the first one.

This portrayal is a great departure from
the familiar one-dimensional presentations in
earlier films of mothers as self-sacrificing and

all-righteous, signalling a readiness of 1960s
Cantonese cinema to depict characters in a
spectrum of fuller flesh. Starting a film about
motherhood with an aria sung to the father
captures perfectly the subtle ironic tone that
gives evidence to such sophistication.

Rustic Chivalry

The outstanding employ of opera music
in Sworn Sisters is not as ironic. The
music cited is the intermezzo from Pietro
Mascagni's opera Cavalleria Rusticana,
a tale of jealousy, betrayal and retribution
that centres around male chivalry, hence
the title, translated as ‘rustic chivalry’. The
instrumental intermezzo is so dramatic and
expressive that it has frequently been used
in films, the most notable perhaps as the title
character’'s theme in Raging Bull (1980), the
great director Martin Scorsese’s meditation
on tortured manhood.

It's also a favourite of Cantonese fims in
the 1950s and 60s, found in the soundtrack
of many films. The music’'s use in Swormn
Sisters is one of the best. The film is the tale
of five women who work as housemaids,
each with her own unique personality and
life story. Combined, their lives offer a vivid
portrait of Hong Kong society in the 1950s,
taken from a special perspective.

One of the women has fallen for a
sweet-talking lothario, only to be jilted after
getting pregnant. Another man, a worker,
has had a crush on her and has to suffer
in silence when she turns her affections
elsewhere. Upon leaming of her troubles, the
worker offers to take care of her, regardiess
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Sin in the name of love: Cheung
Ying in Motherhood railing at his
mother (Wong Man-lei) who would
go to any length to love her son.

of what had happened. At this moment of
earmest chivalry, the intermezzo from Cavalleria
Rusticana rises quietly in the background. It's
a moment when form and content, opera and
film, East and West converge.

It cannot be determined at this point if
the makers of Motherhood and Swom Sisters
were aware of the thematic concerns of,
respectively, Gianni Schicchi and Cavalleria
Rusticana. Yet Tso Kea, the director of
Motherhood, is renowned for his exceptionally
insistent attentions to details and effective use
of music. In a 2010 Hong Kong Film Archive
seminar on Tso Kea's Cathay fims, after this
author had raved about his brilliant citing of
Ravel's Bolero in The Magic Box (1958), the
late director’'s son stood up from the audience
and related that Tso indeed expended much
effort choosing music for his fims. Their home
boasted of an extensive record collection,
which Tso listened to frequently, searching for
the right tunes for the right scene. It therefore
would not be accidental if O Mio Babbino
Caro were used with full understanding of the
aria’'s theme.

Regardless of the filmmakers’ intent,
the employ of classical music in Motherhood
and Swom Sisters is a remarkable illustration
of the untapped sophistication of Cantonese
cinema. H

Notes

1 The Opera’ episode, Seinfeld (1990-1998),
proadcast in 1992.

2 Daniel Goldmark, Tunes for "Toons: Music
and the Hollywood Cartoon, Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2005, p108.

Sam Ho is a renowned film critic and ex-
Programmer of the Hong Kong Film Archive.
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15 July: Yuen Siu-fai on Tso Kea's The Sorrowful Lute (1957)

5 827 B : BRiEEEHR (LUKRE) (1984)
27 May: Director Yim Ho on his Homecoming (1984)

?1}938%4) B : MK (£) EERE® ()
24 June: Lam Kam-po (right) and Wong Jing on God of
Gamblers (1989)
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Blood in Snow (1956): Li Lihua
brings to life the strong, evil female
character Li Han-hsiang has a
penchant for.
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Please refer to HKFA e-Newsletter for English
translation of this article.
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A King Hu retrospective was held at the Austrian
Film Museum this past May.
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Victor Or is a writer—translator living in Canada.
Most of his recent works have been published
in Hong Kong Literary magazine.
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Editor's note: HKFA supports retrospectives
throughout the world that feature Hong Kong
films. For the 'King Hu Retrospective’ presented
by the Austrian Film Museum, HKFA loaned
copies of the director's cut of The Valiant Ones
(1974) and Legend of the Mountain (1979).

Please refer to HKFA e-Newsletter for English
version of this article.
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